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Dick Smith: 
Then, and Now 


Dick Smith was the leader of a rather lifeless Sunday 
school class. He was, until one night when he listened as 
three of his friends discussed a study group to which they 
belonged in another church. 

“I haven’t studied so hard and thought so much since 
I was in school!” was the amazing statement made by one 
friend. Dick knew from experience that he could never 
depend upon more than one or two members of his class 
even to read the Sunday school lesson before coming to 
Sunday school. 

“Irs all so practical,” said another. “I don’t mean that 
anybody tells me to do this or not to do that—but some- 
how I feel that I get help in decisions I have to make on 
my job, and in my home. It really makes a difference in 
my understanding of what it means to live the Christian 
life.” Dick had often wondered whether his teaching really 
helped those who were in his class. 

“What I like,” the third friend said, “is the fact that 
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members of our group seem to care genuinely for one 
another. I even feel that, if I need help in any way, I 
could get it from members of that group.” 

Today, Dick Smith is still the teacher of the same 
people, but his class is a different class. Members seem 
reluctant to miss, when they have to be away. They study 
at home before the class meets, and have occasional extra 
“bull sessions.” Old members have brought in new mem- 
bers until leaders are considering the question of whether 
the class should be divided. Dick himself has changed, too, 
both as a person and as a teacher. The process of “ups and 
downs” (because it was not so smooth and automatic as 
might appear on the surface!) has been—and will con- 
tinue to be—the opportunity for real growth in both Dick 
and other class members. 

Obviously, what happened took longer than two weeks! 
In fact, the conversation that was overheard by Dick was 
but the beginning. 

The next Sunday Dick told his class about the other 
study group, and immediately someone suggested that a 
special committee be appointed to visit the study group to 
find out more. The committee was appointed and soon 
decided to visit the other study group for four weeks to 
see if they could learn “some new ways of doing things.” 
Since the study group in the other church met on Wed- 
nesday nights Dick decided to join the committee in its 
visits. 

When the committee reported back to the class on the 
next Sunday, they confirmed the fact that something was 
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happening, but professed ignorance as to why because 
they had not seen much that was different from the ways 
in which Dick sometimes taught the lesson. The materials 
used were exactly the same, and the methods only slightly 
different. They reported further, however, that the com- 
mittee had arranged for a meeting with the leaders of the 
other group, and so they hoped to be able to report more 
on a future Sunday. 

The next Sunday, the committee chairman reported 
again, but this time he stated that the conference with 
leaders of the class had been most helpful. He explained 
that these leaders told of how the whole group had some 
months before become concerned about itself and resolved 
to study the question of what a study group in the church 
was supposed to be and do. The group had hoped to find 
suggestions of “new ways of doing things” but the study 
had taken them much further, and now “ways of doing 
things” seemed simply something to be used in achieving 
the much more basic purposes of the church. They had 
learned that the church needs to provide people with a 
kind of fellowship in which they can feel that their needs 
are respected and in which the whole group seeks to help 
them with their needs. The leaders had explained that it 
was their desire to create this kind of fellowship which 
had led them to the use of certain methods in which each 
person participated and felt that he was a member in 
every way. 

The committee chairman, then, reported that the com- 
mittee had decided to recommend that the class begin as 


10 Learning Together in the Christian Fellowship 


soon as possible a study of the place of study groups, such 
as Sunday school classes, in the whole program of the 
church. 

The class, by this time, had heard enough to be inter- 
ested and so such a study was begun. The class studied 
carefully the meaning of learning in a group, the way to 
use methods so that the whole group actually studies, the 
special applications of this to Bible study, and the impli- 
cations of this study for the work of the church. 

The results are now being realized in the class of which 
Dick Smith is still the teacher. The members of his class 
are now making statements similar to the ones overheard 
by Dick as he listened to the conversation of his friends. 
And next week a visiting committee from another class 
has asked Dick to meet with it to tell them about “some 
new ways of doing things.” 

As Dick spoke to his wife about this approaching meet- 
ing with the committee of the other class, he said, “I’m 
going to talk with them about learning together in the 
Christian fellowship, of course.” 

Many persons in the church of today are called to 
Christian service as the leaders of study groups. Some, like 
Dick Smith, are called to teach classes of the Sunday 
church school; some to serve as the leaders of special study 
groups for men, women, mixed adults, young adults, older 
adults, students, and youth; some to serve as the leaders 
of special study groups created for leadership education 
and for parent education purposes. 

All of these are called to help the participants in such 
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groups to learn together in the Christian fellowship, which 
is the church. 

At least four basic questions should become the concern 
of all who are called to such service, and so this booklet 
tries to suggest some of the ideas which may provide help 
for those who need to formulate answers to these four 
questions: 

First — Is group study a vital way to help persons grow 
in Christian knowledge and develop in Christian matu- 
rity? If so, why, and under what conditions? Basic theo- 
logical and educational presuppositions are involved, and 
those who seek to lead groups in study without formulating 
a satisfactory answer to these questions may be building 
upon sand. 

Second — How does one lead group members to par- 
ticipate purposefully and effectively in study? That is to 
say, how can a leader utilize various methods to achieve 
specific purposes? 

Third — What does this mean, spectfically, for Buble 
study? The Bible is basic for Christian faith and life, and 
so it is essential that the implications of answers to the pre- 
ceding questions be considered in relation to Bible study. 

Fourth — What are the implications for the church’s 
program and for the kind of leadership required for it? 
Satisfactory group study must be based on sound planning 
and preparation, upon a willingness on the part of partici- 
pants and leaders to accept their responsibilities in such 
study, and upon the maintenance of a satisfactory rela- 
tionship between the group and the church as a whole. 
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These four questions are considered in the four major 
divisions of this booklet. ‘The answers suggested are not 
final ones. They are intended to stimulate further thought, 
investigation, and experimentation. The answers sug- 
gested are offered with an earnest hope that all who read 
will refuse to use methods simply as gadgets, but all the 
while will be seeking to become more seriously aware of 
our Christian heritage and of the implications of our faith 
for the way we do things. 


We Learn, 
Together 


Members of the Christian Church are becoming increas- 
ingly sensitive to a need for more knowledge of the Bible, 
of Church history, and of Christian beliefs. They are 
attending church activities in increasing numbers and are 
demanding study materials which will provide them with 
the kind of information they seek. 

Because of these demands, the leaders of church activi- 
ties sometimes become confused as they try to provide 
what people want, and turn to the use of materials and 
procedures which become even less satisfying in the end. 

The Christian faith cannot be really learned, cannot 
have its full meaning so long as it is no more than acquir- 
ing factual knowledge, or verbalizing freely about Chris- 
tian doctrine. This has rarely been said better than John 
Calvin said it more than four hundred years ago. 

Doctrine is not an affair of the tongue, but of the life... 


is received only when it possesses the whole soul, and finds its 
seat and habitation in the inmost recesses of the heart. ... To 
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doctrine in which our religion is contained we have given the 
first place, since by it our salvation commences; but it must be 
transfused into the breast, and pass into the conduct, and so 
transform us into itself, as not to prove unfruitful.* 


Is it really possible to “teach” this kind of vital Christi- 
anity—a knowledge that makes a difference in people and 
to people, where they live? Perhaps the “teaching” that 
will be most effective in the development of such a faith 
will be a “learning together,” as people study that which 
seems important to them, and as they help one another 
through groups that are real fellowships, changing and 
sustaining those who participate in them. Perhaps group 
study does offer an avenue by which persons may move 
toward both knowledge and maturity. 


THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE GROUP 


Let us turn first, therefore, to notice the nature of the 
group in which learning can take place. One might say 
that in recent years sociologists, psychologists, psychia- 
trists, personnel specialists, educators, and others have re- 
discovered “groups” and their importance to individuals. 
On every hand, today, there is an increasing recognition 
of the fact that an individual needs to have an opportunity 
to become a responsible, active participant in some group 
which will accept him fully, if he is to find adequate 
security and fulfillment. 

It has been pointed out, for example, that during the 
war, prisoners or displaced persons were able to “hold 
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together” as persons chiefly because they were identified 
with a group that was sharing the same experience.’ The 
same power of the group may be seen today in the volun- 
tary Alcoholics Anonymous. Some churches have found 
ways to set up groups — primarily for therapeutic pur- 
poses—through which members help one another as they 
try to find ways of meeting their personal problems. A 
point to be considered is that, at least in part, already 
existing groups may come to serve this same kind of pur- 
pose, of promoting mental health, as is pointed out in the 
next section of this chapter. 

The rapid rise of adult education groups, sponsored by 
a variety of public agencies, indicates a recognition of the 
value of the group for the whole process of study and 
learning. Educators believe that real learning occurs when 
persons are caught up in the dynamic currents of group 
thinking. They have found, for example, that persons learn 
best when they work at it—when they are encouraged to 
think, to question, to verbalize their understanding of a 
fact or situation. As individuals in a group stimulate one 
another in thinking, cause one another to do individual 
study outside the group, bring new insights into the total 
picture, revise their formulations of ideas, they acquire 
more knowledge because they have actively participated 
in the learning situation. Of course mere activity, verbal 
or otherwise, is not enough. Purposeful and real partici- 
pation is essential. 

The impact of the group upon the individual goes be- 
yond acquisition of knowledge to change of attitudes. John 
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Powell, speaking out of much experience in informal adult 
education, has this to say: 


The artless testimony of changing attitudes is familiar to all 
who have worked with genuine groups. From my own recent 
groups, I think of three men: the press writer who remarked, 
“This is changing the way I think. I’ve begun to listen to 
myself the same way I do to other people”; the Southerner 
who remarked, after a sharp but amicable argument over race 
relations, “Matter of fact, this is the first time I ever sat at 
the same table with a Negro”—and shook hands with his op- 
ponent; and, to me the most significant, an Army colonel who 
had begun the year contentious and disputatious and who 
interjected in a later discussion, “I still don’t think I agree 
with you, but I no longer care just about beating your argu- 
ment. You see something I don’t, and I want to understand 
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Others who have been studying in the field of “group 
dynamics” have helped us to see that within any group 
are forces which vitally influence a person’s growth and 
behavior—the group-climate, the part a person plays in 


the group (his role and status), the constant interaction 
among group members. These forces have a great deal to 
do with what a person learns and the kind of person he 
becomes. 


The conclusions of many writers and the experiences 
of specialists in many fields seem to say clearly that, for 
good or ill, the group does something to the individual 
(just as the individual in part determines the nature of the 


group). 
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THE “REDEEMING” COMMUNITY 


We must now ask, “What does this have to say to the 
church?” 

There are many groups in the church. Sometimes these 
groups are genuine fellowship through which the grace 
of God can reach the participants, casting out fears, heal- 
ing wounds, and giving purpose and direction for life. But 
such groups are all too rare. Far more often one finds 
groups in which most persons engage in activities in a 
spectator capacity, rather than as a participant under- 
standing and sharing in the purposes of the activities. A 
person can be lost in the crowd in a large church, known 
by a few other people and addressed politely but only 
superficially by most. A person can be exploited by the 
church in being urged to participate in activities to make 
them “successful” rather than to find help for himself. 
Occasionally he may be vaguely stirred by hearing an 
interpretation of the message of a prophet, or by an elusive 
idea that almost touches him. But nothing real happens. 
Too concerned about himself and what people think of 
him to be interested in those other people, sometimes 
desiring to communicate with others about the central 
issues of life and yet not knowing how to begin, he moves 
on, lonely in the midst of many people and anxious about 
something, he knows not what. One writer has said, 


Our communities and churches are filled with frightened 
and lonely people who, being afraid to give themselves in 
personal encounter, seek solace in the comfort of things, only 
to suffer from an increased sense of estrangement and death.* 


18 Learning Together in the Christian Fellowship 


When the sense of security and fulfillment so necessary 
to human beings is found more through participation in 
secular groups than in church groups, it is time for the 
church to be troubled. Many people are finding in non- 
church groups an atmosphere which warms and accepts 
them, in a way that makes them experience something 
akin to the love they hear defined in the church. One lead- 
er who studied in the Great Books discussion groups states 
that “the creation of an atmosphere of understanding and 
acceptance is basic for learning to take place and be assim- 
ilated.”’® She sees certain implications for the church. The 
understanding and acceptance of which public educators 
and group work agencies speak are, in the church, love 
and forgiveness. Rejection may be equated with judg- 
ment on the human level. 

Acceptance may be necessary for learning to take place 
—but Christian love and forgiveness that should be char- 
acteristic of the church bear within them a power which 
points to God and His redemption, a power which may 
sustain that individual who responds in faith to the love of 
God, revealed to him through the fellowship of the church. 

It is, therefore, within the church that a person might 
hope to experience koinonia, that fellowship, that sense 
of community binding Christians together—a fellowship 
which is, indeed, far more than a sense of “groupness.” 
Baillie says that God’s eternal purpose for man was that 
he might be a part of this fellowship, and that, through 
the fellowship, he might become what God intended him 
to be. 
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In such a “fellowship of persons united in the love of 
God,” men would become as “one body,” free but not indi- 
vidualistic, and knowing the truth that “fellowship with 
God and fellowship with men cannot be separated in hu- 
man life—can hardly even be distinguished.” ê 

Has man become a part of that “one body”? The an- 
swer is obvious. Man’s sin, in putting himself in the center 
of the universe where God ought to be, Baillie says, has 
separated him from both God and his fellow men. He 
adds, 


But God has never given mankind up. He has always had 
His purpose. And (so far as we can venture to describe the 
divine plan in human history) His method of saving mankind 
has been like this. Thousands of years ago He started a new 
community, a little one at first, in order that it might be the 
nucleus of a new mankind. . . . they would find their own sal- 
vation in being used for the salvation of mankind. Thus they 
would be a redeemed and redeeming community, through 
which all the world would be drawn back out of its disintegra- 
tion into the life of community with God and man, and so the 
nucleus would grow into a new mankind.’ 


Israel failed. It was only as God was in Christ reconciling 
the world unto Himself and creating the “Community of 
the Cross” that His divine plan for saving mankind con- 
tinued to work. 

And it is the Church, the spiritual Israel, the Body 
of Christ, made into a new community through the in- 
dwelling presence of the Holy Spirit, which carries on 
the work of reconciliation. 
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. . . About the Mission of the Church 

In what way is this related to study groups? Perhaps 
several observations will help clarify this matter. 

Study groups carried on within the framework of the 
church, whether in the church building itself, on the col- 
lege campus, or in the neighborhood, can justify their ex- 
istence only in so far as they share in the church’s work 
of fulfilling God’s eternal purpose for mankind. 

Transformation of personality occurs as men meet God, 
who in His grace seeks them in their lostness and aloneness. 
Indeed, drawing them to Him, away from their self-love 
and inadequacies, God enables them to become “a new 
creation.” It is only through the supporting power of that 
quality of life provided by the Christian group that this 
transformation can take place. As man changes, he moves 
toward Christian maturity. And is not this, in part, what 
is meant by the doctrine of sanctification? 

Those who experience this new relationship with God 
and with one another, this sense of being made whole, feel 
an inner compulsion to help others discover in their own 
lives the power of God’s redemptive love. Because they are 
themselves free, they can accept new ideas, meet hostili- 
ties, and care for unlovely people. Because they do not 
speak in abstract terms, but can witness (testify) to the 
things they know to be true, because of what by God’s 
grace they have become and are becoming, they can reach 
all manner of people. 

It has been suggested that where missionaries can find 
no point of contact between systems of thought, there is a 


We Learn, Together 21 


point of contact between people; thus it is only in personal 
community, not in the mind of one individual, that the 
breach between different groups can be crossed, as Chris- 
tians and non-Christians “learn to hold together in per- 
sonal groups of love and sympathy and patience.” * 

For the college campus, this is a way of witnessing to 
the intellectual, to the person confused and troubled by 
contemporary events, to the agnostic. For any group, it is 
a way of cutting across social barriers. Surely this is one 
form of evangelism. 


. . . About the Way God Confronts Man 


Much that has been said about the mission of the 
Church, and, earlier, about God’s purpose and plan for 
saving mankind, is relevant here. Several other thoughts 
may be helpful. 

The whole story of God’s dealing with man is a record 
of His working with the individual in community. ‘There 
is a new awareness, these days, that salvation is not a trans- 
action between one individual and God, carried on with- 
out relation to or concern for other people. Biblical schol- 
ars point out that a person’s salvation comes to him, in 
part, as a member of a group; this is true in the New 
Testament as well as in the Old, for “even here the indi- 
vidual is never thought of as being saved entirely by him- 
self apart from the community of the saved.””” 

God is the God of history. He does not detach Himself 
from the world of men, waiting to be found by them; 
rather, He seeks them, confronting them in the midst of 
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their experiences. The Bible is the drama of God at work 
in history, leading men in crisis and in everyday occur- 
rences to interpret their experiences in the light of their 
faith. Thus He reveals Himself. The creative interaction 
of men, struggling together to hear what God says in the 
events of today, becomes a medium by which He con- 
tinues to confront them. 

God’s ultimate revelation is that of a Person speaking 
to persons. God incarnate in Jesus Christ, the “Word made 
flesh,” spoke and speaks to man in act and in Being. Some- 
how, when a person meets Jesus Christ, all that he is and 
does speaks to other men of this Christ—and enables them 
to meet Him, too. It is not one area of life that is touched, 
but the whole person. All that he is stands in awe before 
all that Christ is—and he is redeemed. 

The Holy Spirit creates that kind of community in 
which the truth can be communicated. Men need feel no 
pride in their own accomplishment when it is evident that 
a truly redemptive community has come alive. This can- 
not happen without their full and free response to God’s 
seeking love, it is true, but it is the Holy Spirit who 
creates real fellowship—skoznonia. Here it is that the “lan- 
guage of relationship,” as well as the “language of words,” 
can exist. 


This is what I call the language of relationship, the com- 
munication that results from living together and which gives 
us the basic and personal meanings for the words we hear and 
use. The spirit of the relationship determines the nature of the 
communication. . . . The Holy Spirit, Who brings into being 
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the fellowship of love and reconciliation through that same 
relationship, provides the experiences that cause us to become 
reconciled and to be reconcilers.° 


. . . About Man’s Response to God 


Every man who hears and answers God’s call to him 
becomes a part of the Body of Christ, participating in the 
life of an organism in which the abilities of each one are 
needed by all members of that organism. This love and 
concern, this bearing of one another’s burdens, is in a real 
sense a part of the ministry of the Church—a ministry 
shared by laymen and clergy alike—and recalls the doc- 
trine of the “priesthood of all believers” as a “profound 
Christian truth,” which is ignored “at peril of personal and 
ecclesiastical sickness.” It is, indeed, “one essential condi- 
tion of being a Christian.” ” 

Ross Snyder interprets this doctrine of the priesthood of 
all believers by reference to Martin Luther’s instructions 
to Christians to act “reciprocally and mutually one the 
Christ of the other, doing to our neighbor as Christ does to 
us,” and “to put on our neighbor.” 


“To put on our neighbor” means that all the resources of 
our life are available to our neighbor—the way we see and feel, 
our ideas, achievements, relationships, love, power, faith. Fur- 
ther we put on the way he sees and feels the world, his sorrows, 
sins, anxieties and frustrations. We deal with them as if they 
were our own.” 


But man responds to God, not just by being a responsible 
member of the Christian community; he responds by be- 
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coming the person God intended him to be. (In a way, of 
course, the two are the same thing.) He does not cater to 
people to win their favor, nor state his beliefs to fit con- 
ventional expectations. Knowing himself to be loved, he 
loves; knowing himself to be understood, he understands. 
There is an inner integrity, a courageous honesty about 
him. Realizing his own sinfulness, he opens himself to 
change, and disciplines himself to learn from others and to 
make himself available to them. Thus he becomes himself. 


. . . About the Learning, Redeeming Community 


All that has been said applies to the life and work of the 
Christian Church as a whole. Yet it applies equally to any 
particular group of Christians — for the Church exists 
wherever a small group is gathered; to two or three gath- 
ered in the name of Christ, the Spirit of truth is promised. 
(Matthew 18:19-20.) It seems clear that what is sought 
by the Church is not a collection of creeds, an acquisition 
of verbalizations—although the ability to state one’s faith 
is desirable—but an “education into religion,” ” where a 
man’s religion becomes the controlling power of his life. 

This will happen when groups set up to “teach” religion 
become “‘person-oriented”’ as well as “task-oriented.” That 
is to say, it will be remembered that people bring to groups 
“hidden agendas” stemming from their fears and failures 
and need for acceptance and security. This means that, 
while there will be an effort to cover content, to present 
a good program, to perform a task, there will also be a 
conscious awareness that every person is an individual of 
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dignity and worth, capable of sharing in the making of 
decisions and setting of goals, of accepting responsibility, 
of facing the consequences of acts, of evaluating their 
experiences as an aid to growth toward intellectual, spirit- 
ual, and emotional maturity. This will happen, too, when 
groups become fellowships with members sharing in a 
mutuality of concern and purpose, when they begin to see 
knowledge and experience interwoven into real learning 
that eventuates in a way of life. 


GROUP STUDY: VALUES AND DANGERS 


What, in brief summary, are some of the values of group 
study for the Christian fellowship? 

First, it offers a valid way for men to learn the content 
and relevance of the Christian religion. What person, hav- 
ing struggled to articulate a belief in a way that others 
could understand, has not found himself with a firmer 
grasp on the reality of that belief? Who, having met oppo- 
sition, has not been grateful for the necessity to sharpen 
and clarify an idea? Who, having been stimulated and 
challenged by the shared insights of another person, has 
not seen a whole new world open up before him? 

Second, it offers a valid approach to the particular kind 
of learning necessitated by the nature of the Christian 
faith. That is to say, truth is communicated through per- 
sons, through what they are and how they act, as well as 
through words and ideas. People not only learn facts— 
they change. The group itself becomes a channel for God’s 
work of redemption. 
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Third, the Christian group can so sustain an individual 
that he no longer faces the world alone. His learning 
achieves a permanence it would not otherwise have. His 
new way of life is rooted in a fellowship which upholds 
that way. The “priesthood of believers” becomes a reality. 

Fourth, this approach would seem to be consistent theo- 
logically with the Christian understanding of the mission 
of the Church, of the way God confronts man and man 
responds to God. 

Obviously, and unfortunately, what has been said refers 
to that which exists only potentially and partially. This 
kind of thing can and does become a reality only through 
persons who know their dependence on God and their re- 
sponsibility before Him. 

There are some dangers and difficulties to be mentioned, 
also. 

First, it is dangerous to assume that group study will 
automatically produce changed persons—or, even, that it 
is the only approach to people. Unless people really study 
individually as well, they may have nothing to contribute 
after a while. They “pool ignorance,” as someone has said, 
or engage in “intellectual ping pong.” * Unless they follow 
through with deep thinking, and work out their own pat- 
tern for the interrelationship of ideas, their learning is not 
intellectually respectable. 

Leaders may mistakenly assume progress when they see 
people active or talkative. This “misplaced participation,” 
says one modern writer, may be found in business where 
extreme care is taken to work for high morale by consult- 
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ing and planning with all levels of workers in what is often 
only a gesture to make them think they have a part in 
decisions; this, he says, may be merely busywork. Certain- 
ly it involves “enforced sociability.” Along with this goes 
what he calls “false personalization.” When there is a 
“spurious and effortful glad hand” by managers compelled 
by the system in which they work to be “sold on the 
superior values of personalization,” there results a per- 
sonalization that is false because of its “compulsory and 
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manipulatory character. 

This same “false personalization” can occur when too 
much emphasis is placed on the “person-oriented” group. 
People can become themselves only when they are freed 
by looking toward something outside themselves, bigger 
than they are. The intrinsic value of the content to be 
studied, or the task to be accomplished, must challenge 
them. Too much subjectivity can lead to morbidity. 

All of this represents an extreme, of course. So long as 
people’s concern for one another is genuine, rooted in 
Christian love, and so long as they are persons of integrity, 
the kind of danger indicated here will be avoided. 

A second danger is that there may develop too much 
emphasis on the group process. Because there are certain 
procedures which seem to result in better participation and 
more interest than others, these procedures may be em- 
ployed indiscriminately, without adequate reference either 
to their appropriateness for the occasion or to their suita- 
bility for the content being considered. They may, in fact, 
become ends in themselves, and a person may almost feel 
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compelled to use certain methods, more because they are 
“fashionable” than because they can accomplish desired 
goals. Even informality in leadership may become an end. 
in itself. (And an artificial informality is more amusing 
than helpful!) 

This does not mean to say that people are to avoid 
knowing about methods, and mastering their use; rather, 
it is to emphasize the importance of knowing the why 
behind them, and then of using them wisely. 

A third danger may develop when there is too much 
emphasis on the importance of the group. A part of the 
current trend is a swing away from an overemphasis on 
individualism. Living in a culture which develops people 
who desperately need social approval, the church may un- 
intentionally allow the group (rather than the truth as 
communicated through the group) to become the deter- 
mining influence on the lives of its members. When people 
become “‘other-directed,” they feel guilty, not about fail- 
ure to live up to inner standards, but about failure to be 
popular, or to manage smoothly their relations with other 
people.” 


Obviously, if a person says “I believe .. .” in order to 
secure approval, or uses certain words to arouse admira- 
tion, he is defeating the whole purpose of what has been 
projected as an opportunity for Christian growth. The 
quality of life in a group is determined by the people who 
compose the group. It matters a great deal, therefore, who 
and what the members of the group are; a redeeming 
minority must be present. It matters a great deal that the 
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goal is not to develop “other-directed” people, but people 
whose lives are directed by their Christian faith. 

Somehow, responsible persons must keep a total and 
balanced perspective in view. For it must never be for- 
gotten that the person is a unique self. In the final analysis, 
the person stands alone, with depths not encompassed by 
any group. 

Indeed, it is because of this—because man becomes a 
person, a self, only as an individual in communit y—that 
the Christian group, avoiding the pitfalls and actualizing 
the potentialities, is here conceived of as an instrument for 
the fulfilling of God’s purpose for man. 
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We Participate, 
While Learning 


Thinking about the learning, redeeming community, 
gaining a vision of what it is like, is a very necessary first 
step if study groups in a church are to be vital. Unless 
there be a consciousness of the significance of groups and 
their possibilities, leaders are not likely to improve those 
now existing, or to set up new ones to fill new purposes. 
But gaining such a vision is only a first step. 

If a leader concludes that group study is valuable in 
helping people to grow in Christian knowledge and matu- 
rity, he must then seek to understand how one can lead a 
group toprovide for purposeful and effective participation. 

Think again about what happened to Dick Smith (as 
related on pages 7-10). 

First, he developed a purpose, one that was his own. 
He wanted certain things to happen in that Sunday school 
class. Second, he put forth some effort to find out what he 
could do about the matter—and he and the class started 
to work. Third, he evaluated what was happening in the 
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class, alone and with the members. It was work—reward- 
ing work, to be sure, but work, nevertheless. And some- 
thing happened in Dick’s group. 

These are the same things that must characterize any 
learning situation if the individual is to get the greatest 
good from the group. A person must understand and share 
in the purpose, he must put forth effort in study, and he 
must work to make the group the best group possible, 
evaluating the group’s progress and his part in it. 


PURPOSE AND LEARNING 


We must now turn to the close relationship between 
purpose and learning if we are to understand the methods 
to be used in leading a group. 

Unless a person wants to learn, unless something makes 
a difference to him, unless he has a purpose which helps 
to determine what he accepts as his own, the things which 
happen will remain outside of him. He must become in- 
volved, or participate, at the level of purpose. When this 
happens, then his purpose becomes an inner motivation 
to learn, generating a power within him to put forth effort 
to become a responsible group member. 

The purpose may not be there to begin with. It was not, 
with Dick Smith. It was only as the casual talk with his 
friends moved along that his purpose developed. If a per- 
son enters a group, even one with ready-made purposes 
or with a purposeless existence following conventional 
patterns, it is possible for his interest to he awakened. 
Then, as he helps shape the direction in which the group 
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moves, as he sees the relevance to his life of the truths 
discussed, his purposes develop and coincide with group 
purposes. Occasional opportunities for the group to artic- 
ulate its purpose, and to evaluate progress, will help, of 
course. 

It is interesting to observe that many of the procedures 
to be suggested under methods of study are equally well 
adapted for use in planning and evaluation, so that group 
members may have opportunities to express or modify 
purposes, and to make decisions regarding the functioning 
of the group. 


METHODS OF STUDY 


Method in itself communicates content. That is to say, 
the way something is approached in part determines what 
is learned, as well as whether it is learned. Consider Mr. 
Sadler. No matter how many times he repeats his pet 
phrases concerning the worth and dignity of man, the fact 
that he always lectures, dogmatically and in a detached 
voice, with his eye on the lefthand ceiling of the room, has 
meant that what he really is teaching is the exact reverse 
of the words he uses. Method does teach, in itself. And the 
method used has a great deal to do with the atmosphere 
of a group, with group interrelationships, and therefore is 
directly related to some of the intangible but basic learn- 
ing and change that take place in persons. 

Even though these things be true, methods cannot be 
chosen arbitrarily. It is not possible to take number one 
from the current listing of “best” methods. A method is 
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“best” only as it “belongs” to that subject matter and that 
purpose which it can help to bring alive as it is used with 
wisdom by leaders. As methods are suggested here, there- 
fore, there are four points to serve as reminders to group 
leaders. 


1. Methods are to be chosen for their appropriateness to 
purpose, content, ages, and characteristics of group 
members, and time available. (For example, it would 
be rather absurd to try role-playing and buzz groups in 
a twenty-minute period. Or to suggest pasting pictures 
in a notebook to college students. ) 


2. Use of a variety of methods can help a leader to main- 
tain interest in a group. But appropriateness should 
always take precedence over variety. Never should a 
leader try to use all of the methods he can use in any 
one study session! It is to be recalled, too, that effective 
use of methods for group study involves certain skills 
on the part of group members—not just mastery on the 
part of the leader. Occasionally, therefore, a group 
may have to stop and study a method directly, in order 
to be able to use it successfully. 


3. When methods are conceived of as ways to help in 
opening channels of communication between individ- 
uals, freeing them to contribute and to benefit from 
contributions of others, they become something more 
than “techniques to secure participation.” Or, rather, 
they become ways of helping make participation pos- 
sible on a level that is deep and real. Actually, they 
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are simply ways in which people work together— 
whether in planning committees, in study groups, in 
action groups. Although many people think of teaching 
in a more formal way, with emphasis on content-to- 
be-covered, it is nevertheless true that many teachers 
would find these ways the most natural and logical 
ways to work with classes. It is considered here, there- 
fore, that the teacher of a Sunday school class may 
serve as the group leader, just as, in voluntary study 
groups, any member may serve as leader, or there may 
be a rotating leadership. Whatever the situation, it is 
always true that all members of a group are responsible 
for its success or failure—not just the leader. 


4. ‘The physical arrangement of the room has much to do 
with the effectiveness of methods. If possible, it is well 
for the group to sit in a circle or semicircle, or around 
a table. (In most study groups there will probably be 
ten to fifteen persons.) The leader sits somewhere in 
the circle, not behind a special table. A movable chalk- 
board is a help. 


Methods explained here may suggest other ideas about 
ways that will help make it possible for people to com- 
municate with one another. Some idea of the relative 
values of various types of methods of study may be gained 
from the chart’ included here, although the chart is called 
“Checklist of Program Methods.” These are, as has been 
suggested before, simply “ways in which people work 
together.” 


METHOD 


Lecture, film, reading, 
recitals, etc. 


Checklist [are 

of N 
Program EEA ) 
Methods 


Project, field trip, | 
exhibits, ete. 


<E Oh 


"Buzz groups” 


Group interview 
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wed by questions 
i larification. 


| intation of differ- 
boints of view. 
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icipation. 
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Wtigation of a 
lem cooperatively. 


W, participation by 
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igh small clusters 
articipants. 


Mtaneous giving of 
ons and facts by 
ots in response to 
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PATTERN OF SPECIAL 
PARTICIPATION USEFULNESS, LIMITATIONS 


Vy ued 


PROBLEM 


Systematic presenta- 
tion of knowledge. 


Audience can obtain 
the specific informa- 
tion it wants on 
particular aspects of 
the subject. 


Different points of 
view spotlight issues, 
approaches, angles: 
stimulate analysis. 


Pooling of ideas, 
experience, and 
knowledge; arriving 
at group decisions. 


Gives first-hand 


experience. 


Makes individual dis- 
cussion, pooling of 
ideas, possible in large 
groups. Develops 
leadership skill in 
members. 


Brings knowledge from 
a number of sources 
to bear on one 
problem. 


Little opportunity 
for audience to 
participate. 


Formality; lack of 
freedom to inter- 
change ideas. 


Can get off the beam; 
personality of speak- 
ers may overshadow 

content: vocal speak- 
er or questioner can 
monopolize program. 


Practical with only 
a limited number of 
people. 


Requires extra time 
and energy for 
planning. 


Contributions are 
not likely to be 
very deep or well 
organized. 


Becomes disorganized 
without careful plan- 
ning of material to 
be covered. 
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Buzz Groups 

Used in an almost endless variety of ways, the division 
of a group into smaller sub-groups for a limited period of 
time with a specific thing to be done can be one of the best 
ways to help a person enter and become a part of the 
group. Six is the usual number (originally called Phillips 
66, because Dr. Phillips of Michigan State College started 
the practice of dividing an audience into groups of six for 
six minutes), but in small groups two people may consti- 
tute a buzz group. Chairs can be quickly separated into 
small groupings, one row of persons can turn and face an- 
other in groups of four or six, or other arrangements can 
be quickly worked out. Amazingly enough, the “buzz” of 
voices does not seem disconcerting, even in a crowded 
room. 

Some simple device may be employed for securing a 
leader of the buzz group. The one whose last name begins 
with the first letter of the alphabet may be asked to start 
things going, or the tallest person in the group, or the one 
who traveled the greatest distance. If a secretary or report- 
er is needed, some other device may be used to secure that 
person, or the discussion starter may designate someone to 
serve. Often only one person is needed—and often no plan 
is needed to start the discussion, but the leader emerges 
from the group. 

What are some of the possibilities? At the beginning of 
a new unit, have each buzz group list one thing they want 
to learn during the study, or raise one question they want 
answered, or list one thing they already know about the 
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subject. Before a speech, let a buzz group list one question 
they hope to have answered; re-group after the speech to 
see whether and how the question was answered. After 
a speech, let each group raise a question they would like to 
ask the speaker; group representatives then gather to ques- 
tion the speaker. If a passage is being studied, ask each 
group to read it silently and discuss the answer to a specific 
question—either the same question for all groups, or a 
different question for each sub-group. Or each group may 
raise one question for further discussion by the total group. 
A unit summary can well be developed through the use 
of buzz groups, with each group listing one or two of the 
most important facts learned, or attitudes changed, or 
other results. An imaginative leader could go on indefi- 
nitely; he would need only to beware of the danger of 
overusing this productive method. 


Work Groups 


Work groups, like buzz groups, result from the division 
of a group into smaller sub-groups. Of about the same size 
as buzz groups, work groups stay together for longer peri- 
ods of time and their work is broader in scope, allowing for 
more concentrated thinking. 

When the leader of one Bible study group on a college 
campus wanted to stimulate interest in Philippians and 
get a quick preview of what people knew and wanted to 
know, he gave three small groups five minutes to raise 
one question each. This was the buzz group. Another lead- 
er presented certain background material for orientation, 
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discussed the salutation and its meaning, and then asked 
each group to study Philippians 1:3-11 with the aim of 
writing in one sentence the heart of the message of that 
passage. After twenty minutes, each group presented its 
sentence, and a general comparison and discussion fol- 
lowed. This was a work group. 

Sometimes a work group takes even longer. It may col- 
lect information, or organize and interpret it. It may do 
outside investigation. Sometimes one group presents a re- 
port dramatically, another as a panel, another as an inter- 
view with two of its members participating. The group 
leader may need to work in advance with leaders of work 
groups; often this is not necessary. When the job to be 
done is clearly understood, and when members know how 
to study together, the work group gives a real opportunity 
for every member of a group to “dig in.” 


Group Discussion 


Conversation is often mistakenly called discussion. Real 
group discussion presupposes preparation on the part of 
the members, who are aware of the need for disciplined 
and purposeful thinking, and who are willing to work to 
improve their skills in co-operative efforts to solve some 
problem, to arrive at some decision, or to come to some 
understanding. 

No two discussions are alike, and there is no rigid pat- 
tern to be followed, but it may be helpful to look at three 
steps which are frequently found in a discussion. 


1. The statement of the subject to be discussed. 
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Many times people do not address their remarks to the 
subject because they are not sure what they are dis- 
cussing. After giving a brief background or explana- 
tion, or an introduction designed to arouse immediate 
interest, the leader may wish to state in one sentence 
or one question exactly what is to be discussed. It may 
need to be modified. Its limitations may need to be 
stated. But people can work better when they know 
what they are discussing—and when the subject is one 
suitable to be approached through the discussion meth- 
od (as many subjects are not). 


The discussion proper. 

A good leader would work out a discussion pattern in 
advance, but would be willing and able to modify it. 
He would have some plan for getting the discussion 
started, and some idea of the pattern of development 
it might follow. For example, to aid in orderly move- 
ment, he might wish to list questions on a chalkboard, 
and then follow the listing; or he might wish to list 
major areas—as “issues involved,” “available facts,” 
“possible solutions,” “obstacles” —to serve as a guide. 
Always listening to people and respecting them, seek- 
ing to make it possible for all to contribute and none 
to monopolize, he would sometimes rephrase questions, 
sometimes stop for a brief summary and restatement 
of the goal. 


Summary and conclusion. 
If it is possible to do so, it is well to state the conclusion 
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at which the group seems to have arrived, in a way satis- 
factory to them. But often no real agreement has been 
reached, and there will be a summary of progress and 
a statement of unsolved issues. Many times this final 
statement is unnecessary. A small group where mem- 
bers have met and worked together for a long time 
might find a verbalized statement an objectionable re- 
hashing of what they knew. A sensitive leader, how- 
ever, will know when to summarize and state conclu- 
sions, or when to end a session in some other way. 

A general discussion often includes many types of dis- 
cussion within one session—buzz groups, panels, ques- 
tion and answer periods—or combines with other types 
of study procedures. This means that a good discussion 
leader is not only flexible, but is a person of great re- 
sourcefulness. Such qualifications would reveal them- 
selves in at least two ways: the leader would be fa- 
miliar with and skilled in the use of many aids to dis- 
cussion, and he would be sensitive to individuals within 
the group. 

There are innumerable aids to discussion which are 
especially valuable in getting started, or in stimulating 
new interest when attention seems to lag. The use of a 
brief unfinished story, or a dramatization or a tape re- 
cording, or a case study—any of these can prove of 
value. One study guide suggests two other ideas. ‘The 
first is that of using a problem census. 


Before the group adjourns, do a problem census. Dis- 
tribute 3 x 5” cards to each person. Ask each member to 
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write on one side of the card his answer to this question: 
Of the many social problems presented in the Report 

on “The Responsible Society,” what problem do you 
believe is of greatest concern to Christians in this com- 


munity? 


On the other side of the card, each group member 
answers this question: 

As a responsible Christian and a member of this 
church, what would you want the church to do about 
this problem? 


Collect the cards and tabulate the answers on a black- 
board. Many of them can be grouped for similarity.” 


A second idea is that of using an opinionnaire. 


In each question or statement, check the phrase that 
seems to describe most accurately your opinion or under- 
standing of the issue. 


1. Apathy to social issues is due principally to: 


inadequate instruction in the Bible and Chris- 
tian theology. 


. lack of information and understanding of 


public issues. 
belief that religion and politics do not mix. 


. sense of hopelessness and futility of individual 


efforts. 


2. Christians can work most effectively for a responsi- 
ble society by: 


concentrating on the salvation of souls. 


. conscientious study of present-day issues and 


urging their public officials to take these issues 
seriously. 

working faithfully in the political party of 
their choice." 
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Use of both the problem census and the multiple-choice 
Opinionnaire or questionnaire will help stimulate interest 
and raise issues that need consideration. Another idea that. 
may help if a group is stymied, or contributions seem to be 
pious or prosaic, or members tend to sit in judgment on 
each other, is “brainstorming,” a term coined by Alex 
Osborn in Your Creative Power. 

Its procedure is simple. Rules of judgment are suspended, 
if only temporarily. A problem is posed. For a period of ten or 
fifteen minutes the members of the committee or audience are 
urged to put forward their most ridiculous ideas. These are 
recorded without comment and without criticism. Criticism is 
reserved. ... And the practice of letting the creative imagina- 
tion run riot without the usual shushing restraints tends to 


loosen up the group, to encourage suggestions, and to foster a 
spirit that cannot possibly develop in any other way.* 


Business has used the idea to improve insurance policies 
and to manufacture new erasers. Program planning groups 
have dealt with subjects for meetings, titles for speeches, 
publicity plans. We are advised that “brainstorming works 
best when it is applied to really difficult problems,” * and 
that it provides a means of getting to the spontaneous ideas 
on people’s minds. 

Sometimes students have real questions about doctrinal 
beliefs, or interpretations of Bible incidents, and think the 
questions are too absurd to be mentioned. Freed from the 
possibility of being criticized, they may bring out into the 
open vital questions or new insights. What is not good can 
be discarded when the group gets back to a more reasoned 
discussion—and members will have enjoyed the experience. 
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No matter what plan is followed to aid in the movement 
of a discussion, it is doomed to failure unless the leader 
knows how to use carefully worded questions. There are 
ways of helping persons be specific and clear in their think- 
ing. There are ways of helping a whole group to see where 
it stands and to work together with maximum effectiveness. 
There would be questions like “Why?” and “How?” and 
“Such as... ?” Or, “Is this what you’re saying?” and “It 
seems to you that...” And there would be “Is this what 
we ve said so far?” or “What is our next step?” A casual 
observer, looking in on a group where a good discussion 
leader is at work, hearing only his brief questions and 
comments, would doubtless be entirely unaware of the 
concentrated effort demanded, a labor that is mentally 
exhausting, but that enables him to know when questions 
are needed to bring forth more information, or indicate 
relation of facts, or to stimulate deeper inquiry into issues 
involved. 

The need for the leader to be sensitive to individuals 
within the group has already been mentioned. One person, 
having heard that wide participation was desirable, said to 
a shy member, “Mary, you haven’t said anything today. 
Do you know the answer to this question?” It was a factual 
question, and Mary did not know the answer. The leader 
had violated Mary’s right not tospeak, and had embarrassed 
her. Had the leader felt that Mary wanted to speak, and 
only needed a slight encouragement, he might have said, 
“Yesterday we were talking about .. . Your idea comes in 
right at this point, Mary. Want to tell the group about it?” 
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He might use some other plan. Usually, it is better to ad- 
dress questions, especially factual ones, to the group as a 
whole, rather than to individuals. When a member begins 
talking too much, the leader can summarize what he has 
said, and ask for someone else’s opinion, or he can say, “I 
see ... I believe we have an idea over here.” Only rarely 
would he deliberately say, “Bill, why don’t you give some- 
body else a chance totalk?” Of course it is impossible to say 
what words or expressions to use and what not to use, 
because the tone of one’s voice often determines what is 
really communicated. The leader whose genuine interest 
in people springs from his basic Christian motivation will 
know what to say and do; there are no rules to follow, but 
there is an attitude which finds a way of expressing itself. 


Panel 


One form of discussion is the panel, in which from three 
to six people informally discuss some subject with one an- 
other under the guidance of a moderator or panel leader 
who introduces the subject and helps keep the discussion 
on the track. 

The panel may be several members of a group, who 
meet outside to work on a special subject for presentation 
to the whole group. They may work alone or with the 
group leader. The panel may be a group of “experts,” 
invited in for a specific purpose. Or it may be a combina- 
tion of resource persons, and group members responsible 
for finding answers to certain questions that have arisen 
in the group. (With such combinations, a panel discussion 
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may be called a colloquy.) And, instead of a panel, there 
may be just a dialogue, a conversation, between the people. 

This approach is more often used with large groups, and 
yet is equally valid for small groups. To see three or four 
persons actually thinking together is a stimulating experi- 
ence, and often brings new insights to other members of 
the group. In one situation, Bible study developed a real 
question in the group about the Christian’s responsibility 
in social problems. They postponed consideration of the 
next Bible passage, and a representative committee 
planned for a panel of resource persons. (The planning 
was a learning experience in itself!) Issues in society and 
implications of Christianity opened up in an amazing way 
for the group. 


Symposium 

When several people prepare brief speeches in advance 
(under fifteen minutes) covering different phases of a 
subject, or presenting varying attitudes on some issue, we 
have a symposium instead of a panel. 

A symposium may be a formal and impressive way to 
get a fair analysis of a subject or situation for a large 
group—or it may equally well be a sound plan in smaller 
groups for use of resource persons or for use of group mem- 
bers who will study through some phase of a question for 
presentation to the whole group. 


Lecture 
A lecture to “open channels of communication”? To 
increase participation? Strange as it may seem, yes. A 
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speaker who can get the attention of the group at the be- 
ginning, and who can move along a clear route to a definite 
goal, often causes people to respond in an active mental © 
participation which, though non-verbalized, leads to later 
effort. Giving needed information, stimulating interest, 
pulling segmented parts together into a meaningful whole 
—these things often need doing. When the lecture, or 
speech, does what is needed to further the progress of the 
group, it is not outmoded. And it is quite possible that a 
speech sometimes articulates the feeling and thinking of 
a group in a way that draws the members closer together. 


Panel, Symposium, and Lecture Forums 


Following a speech, speeches, or a panel, the group 
members almost invariably want an opportunity to ques- 
tion what has been said. In larger groups, questions may 
need to be written out and collected, but in a study group, 
what might be expected is that a general, informal discus- 
sion would develop, with everyone present free to partici- 
pate. The discussion leader would need to possess the same 
skills here as in any form of discussion. 


Listening Teams 


Like buzz groups, listening teams are always to be used 
in connection with some other method. A group is divided 
into several parts, each part to listen or look at something 
with a specific question in mind. The team may meet after 
they have seen the film or listened to the talk or panel, to 
formulate their opinion about their assignment so that it 
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can be presented by their spokesman; but more often indi- 
vidual members comment on their observations as they 
choose. 

For example, in one group, as the leader introduced a 
study on Christian doctrine, he asked half the group to be 
able to list the chief theological issues of today, and the 
other half to be able to describe the way in which a person 
might develop his own faith. They listened to the intro- 
duction. Afterwards, he started by inquiring, “And now, 
what do those of you on the left here have to say about 
today’s theological issues?” Then, “On the right... ?” 
In another group, viewing a film on the life of Paul, one 
team watched for characteristics of Paul as a person, 
another for difficulties he faced, another for his triumphs, 
and the fourth for the kind of influence he had on other 
people. 


Circular Response 


The members of the group—not more than twenty and pref- 
erably fifteen—are seated in a circle. The chairman or leader 
proposes the question to be taken up. The discussion begins 
with the man or woman at his right. That person has the first 
opportunity to express his views. Then the person at his right 
has a chance to talk, and so on until the discussion has gone 
around the circle. No member of the group can speak a second 
time until his turn comes again.ê 


Accredited to Dr. Eduard Lindeman, the circular re- 
sponse idea is especially valuable when a controversial 
matter is being discussed, or when there has been difficulty 
in securing participation from members of the group. 
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Extreme views belligerently presented are modified by the 
restraints imposed. The timid person speaks more freely when 
he knows that it is his natural right as a member of the group. 
In some places where there is a Quaker influence a member 
may even delay speaking and invoke a moment of silence on 
the part of the whole group.” 


It is suggested that a skillful leader will “visualize a com- 
mon pot of experience as existing in the very center of the 
group and will help members to put their contributions 
into this pot instead of throwing remarks at each other.” * 


Research and Report 


When individuals or small committees in a group follow 
the study sessions by further study and research outside, 
and then report on their findings, they are using a time- 
honored method that has proven its worth. This may take 
many forms, as of interviews, or opinion polls, or study of 
books and periodicals. 

Three members of one group interviewed members of 
the Session about the church’s policy concerning church 
membership with reference to race, three others found and 
studied official church pronouncements, and three others 
studied recent newspapers to see what churches had said. 
or done to relieve racial tension. 


Role-playing 
The brief acting out of situations in which groups or 
individuals identify with other groups or individuals pro- 


vides an opportunity for one person to understand how 
someone else feels. He takes on himself that person’s point 
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of view, and sees things from the “inside out,” as it were. 
Or a group learns what another group said and did, as 
they try to reproduce for themselves certain experiences 
of that other group. Sometimes they prepare to meet 
future situations through role-playing. 

This is not a rehearsed drama with the use of a prepared 
script. It is, perhaps, most effective when it is spontaneous. 
Though sometimes there is brief planning by participants 
in a role-playing scene, the planning is usually done by the 
group as a whole. Role-playing is at its best when it is used 
flexibly, as is needed, but perhaps these three points will 
be suggestive. 

First, the group plans for (or structures) the role-play- 
ing scene. Here the situation is described and the charac- 
ters are chosen and receive their instructions. A story may 
be given, with the end to be acted out. Several audio- 
visuals are produced with the express purpose of drawing 
a group into a problematic situation, and leaving them to 
work out their own solution. The group may set up an inci- 
dent that would test a principle they have been discussing, 
or they may set up a modern parallel to a Biblical situ- 
ation. When characters are chosen, care should be taken 
not to put unpopular persons in undesirable roles, and gen- 
erally not to put people in roles of persons too much like 
themselves (although this may be necessary until a group 
becomes accustomed to role-playing). Sometimes a group 
instructs a person: “Be aggressive. Walk into that room 
and take control.” Or sometimes incidents leading up to 
the situation are described, and the person is simply told 
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to go in and try out his own ideas. Whichever plan is used, 
the actors need to know what is expected of them. 

Second, the role-playing scene is enacted. ‘This usually 
lasts only a few minutes, probably between two and ten. 
If people have really felt themselves into the roles of the 
persons they represent, the situation comes alive for them 
and for the group. Sometimes one part of the group is 
asked to identify with one actor, another part with another 
actor. Sometimes one person is asked to be the “con- 
science” of an actor, later to describe what might have 
been the real feelings and attitudes behind the spoken 
words. When the point has been made clear, and while 
interest is high, the group leader cuts the scene. 

Third, the group discusses what has happened and often 
replays the scene. This is one of the most valuable steps. 
Probably the leader will first make inquiries of the partici- 
pants: “What did you learn?” “How did you feel about 

. 2”? “Were you successful in what you were trying to 
do?” Then he will ask other group members some ques- 
tions: “If you were playing the part of Tom, how would 
you do it?” “Why did Mary react as she did, do you sup- 
pose?” (The assigned names would be used, rather than 
real names, to increase objectivity.) If it seems desirable, 
the scene may be replayed with the same actors, or with 
different ones. Usually a brief summary by the leader is 
profitable. 

One group became the Council of Jerusalem. Another 
group studying Acts divided up into two’s, with one per- 
son taking the role of Paul and the other of Peter, holding 
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a conversation before the Council met. In a student group, 
effort was made to work out best ways of helping dissolve 
racial tension. One student said, “I became that Negro 
student. I know how he felt.” Another group prepared 
to take an opinion poll in the community through role- 
playing. Members of a Youth Fellowship prepared for 
youth-to-youth evangelism as they played out scenes in- 
volving visits to unresponsive or antagonistic people; they 
not only got help in how to deal with people, but they 
learned their need to be able to say what they believed, 
and why. It is certainly true that new insights can be 
gained and new attitudes and skills acquired when role- 
playing is seriously and intelligently used. 


Plays 


A group may produce plays to be presented to larger 
audiences. Sometimes a member or members of a group 
may write a play, to be presented as a means of inter- 
preting some subject to other groups. But more often, a 
study group will just read plays, and discuss them. 

The “Temperate Zone” plays of the American Theatre 
Wing, written by Nora Stirling, are examples of plays de- 
signed to produce discussion. They are for parents, about 
the “climate of the home.” (Available from National As- 
sociation for Mental Health, 1780 Broadway, New York 
19, N. Y.) Other discussion plays are available, about 
youth problems. Then there are the great plays which 
need only to be read by a group and appreciated with few 
remarks or in silence, because they speak for themselves. 
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Reading Books 


Reading selected books, individually, and then discuss- 
ing them, is as valuable for Christian groups as for the. 
Great Books groups or informal adult education groups. 
When a person reads a book with the knowledge that he is 
to discuss it with others, he often gets more from it. Here 
again a teacher is needed who will help persons to go 
deeper than the obvious, and work at finding what is really 
being said. Sometimes, as with plays, books need only to 
be read aloud, with pauses and silences, without discussion. 
Through the reading of the book, members speak to one 
another. 

Three women (a small study group!) met every two 
weeks to discuss a book they were reading. Their last one 
was Phillips, Your God Is Too Small. A student group, 
with a professor, decided to read aloud Kelly’s A Testa- 
ment of Devotion. What happened was that the study 
group became, for a period of time, a devotional group, 
because of the nature of the book they read. Reading books 
aloud, or listening to the growing number of tape and disc 
recordings, can both stimulate thinking and deepen the 
sense of fellowship in a group. 


Use of Resource Persons and Materials 


Probably because “experts” have learned to consider 
themselves resource persons and to act accordingly, few 
people today stand in awe before them, or accept what 
they say as the final word. This means that, when infor- 
mation is needed, it can be secured from qualified persons, 
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where there is an opportunity for clarification through the 
give-and-take of conversation. Insights and information 
can then be related by group members to their own sys- 
tems of thinking. 

For a resource person to be used effectively, at least two 
things are essential: that the group shall understand how 
to use him (to be determined through discussion or role- 
playing) ; and that he shall know what is expected of him 
(a responsibility of the group leader). In college study 
groups where a faculty member or the minister to students 
participates, it is important to determine whether he 
should contribute to the discussion only when he is called 
upon as a resource person, or whether he should serve 
more as a co-leader. If each person understands his respon- 
sibility clearly, there will be no conflict. 

It is equally important that resource materials should 
be used with a clear purpose in mind, and that these should 
not be brought in just to fill up time. If they are to be used 
to promote study, as the title “study group” would indicate, 
they should be related to the purpose of the study by some 
appropriate introduction, and used in some follow-through 
framework (buzz groups, listening teams, role-playing, 
etc.) which will help members of the group to be actively 
involved in consideration of the subject. 

“Experts” can be brought to groups on tape recording. 
Documentary films bring a firsthand look at situations as 
they exist. Clear and complete visualization of Biblical or 
current life situations supply information and motivation. 
Charts and diagrams help clarify issues or developments. 
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When a group of young people began questioning the 
whole missionary enterprise of the Church, a film on 
Africa was used, and then a missionary was invited in to 
be interviewed by the group. Questions had been prepared 
in advance in buzz groups. One group brought in a Bible 
scholar to help in exegesis of certain difficult passages; 
commentaries had been used, but they wanted an oppor- 
tunity to question interpretations. 


Use of the Leadership Team 


The leadership function need not be the sole property 
of one person. Often, when several persons work together, 
each assuming a different responsibility, the group moves 
more rapidly toward its goal. Certainly it would not be 
advisable to complicate life in a small group by regularly 
having too many jobs assigned. However, use of an ob- 
server or recorder has much to commend it; when a group 
is over fifteen in size, a steering committee may be helpful. 

The recorder is that person who makes note of impor- 
tant decisions reached, new insights gained, or high lights 
of a discussion. He does not try to keep a full account, but 
since he does not participate he is free to concentrate on 
what needs to be recorded. 

The observer, another silent partner, is not concerned 
with the content of the discussion, but only with the proc- 
ess itself—with what makes it move along productively, or 
what factors have impeded progress. At first, he may only 
note the number of times each person speaks, and then, 
reporting without the use of names, may say, “One person 
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spoke fifteen times, one... , one not at all.” This helps a 
group look at itself. At later sessions, he may try to classify 
remarks as to whether they are helps or hindrances. He 
makes notes of other factors that he, as an objective ob- 
server, would judge to have influenced group progress. 
The charts on the next pages may suggest how the observ- 
er would keep up with interaction among members of the 
group. 

If the whole group can serve as a steering committee, 
thus all having a part in determining their own activities, 
it is well. If the group is too large, selected representatives, 
meeting with members of the leadership team, may reflect 
ideas and attitudes of the group as a whole as they assume 
planning responsibilities. 

Sometimes the resource person is considered a part 
of the leadership team. When the chalkboard is used 
frequently, another team member may assume special re- 
sponsibility for outlining and recording there, thus helping 
guide the discussion. 

This use of persons not only spreads leadership respon- 
sibility, but helps a group look both at the content it is 
considering and at its ability to work together produc- 
tively. 


EVALUATION AND LEARNING 


People or groups who stop to look directly at themselves 
and their progress toward a goal increase their ability to 
move directly toward and to achieve that goal. Dangerous 
when overused or misused, evaluation is nevertheless an 
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essential element in learning. There are at least four kinds 
of evaluation, which may be employed at the same or at 


different times. 


Kind of Evaluation 

Purpose— “Did we 
achieve our pur- 
pose?” 


Content — “What 
did we learn?” 


Group Process— 
“How well did 
we work togeth- 
erra 


Personal Growth— 
“What happened 
to us as individ- 
uals?” 


Values 


Ties everything together 
in terms of purpose, and 


develops habit of think- 


ing in that way. 


Act of verbalizing what 
has been learned helps 
the group organize and 
clarify its thinking, and 
have a sense of achieve- 
ment that something ac- 
tually has been learned. 


Helps all members of a 
group to assume responsi- 
bility for what happens. 
Develops in members 
those skills necessary for 
greatest group productiv- 
ity. 

Of special value in the 
Christian fellowship, as a 
means of enabling people 
really to be a brother one 
to another, accepting and 
helping one another in 
their personal growth to- 
ward maturity. Focuses 
attention on the real pur- 
pose behind all study in 
the Christian fellowship. 


Dangers 
Overuse may cause the 
word “purpose” to lose its 
meaning. 


Superficial or trite state- 
ments may be a waste of 
time. May force verbali- 
zations when words are 
not needed. 


Focuses too much atten- 
tion on the process as an 
end in itself. 


Used too often when a 


‘group is not ready for it, 


this may cause a group to 
rebel. Misuse may in- 
crease introspective con- 
cern over self, or develop 
into competitive testimo- 
nials. 
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In addition to the unclassified kind of evaluation that 
will be going on continually in the mind of the leader, 
there are many ways in which evaluation may be carried 
out. Four suggestions are offered here. 


1. Group discusston—either general discussion in which 
the leader, as a free person able and willing to accept 
suggestions, can establish a climate in which people 
can say what they really think; or buzz groups. 


2. Post-meeting reaction sheets — to be handed in un- 
signed at the end of a session or unit. These may be 
worked out in detail by a committee of the group, or 
may be simple guides with such questions as these: 





What was our purpose as you saw it? ...--------------------- 


Another grouping of questions might be this: 


What were the strong points of today’s session? ...... 


What improvements would you suggest for the fu- 
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3. The use of the group observer—who, having watched 
activities objectively, may be able to report in such a 
way that the group sees itself for the first time. He may 
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lead in a discussion, with questions and comments like 
these: “It seemed to me that we bogged down at this 
point... .” “Perhaps it was because . . . What do 
you think?” Or, “I wondered how Jack felt when two 
people started...” 


4. Listening to a tape recording of a session—and evalu- 
ating it as a group. 


MOTIVATION AND LEARNING 


“If only we could solve the problem of motivation,” 
educators are saying, “we could solve the problem of 
learning.” Certainly leaders are increasingly aware of the 
importance of motivation, but none pretend to know all 
the answers. Some people feel that motivation entirely 
precedes learning; these would believe an inspiring talk 
delivered in advance might move a person, for example, 
to join a study group and put forth diligent effort, insuring 
learning. But experience would perhaps indicate that mo- 
tivation is more complex than this, that it must somehow 
be “built in” all the processes of setting goals and making 
decisions and being confronted with truth through ideas 
and personal relationships. Original motivation needs to 
be strengthened through needs met and values gained from 
the experience; and, as a person becomes involved, as he 
gives himself, his motivation becomes stronger, and, in 
turn, he receives more. Perhaps this is another way of 
saying, at least for the Christian fellowship, that partici- 
pation in that fellowship should in itself provide motiva- 
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tion for sustained effort. Might not an “outsider” in this 
way become a Christian? | 

The ideal, of course, would be that each group member 
might be the kind of person who, committed to the Chris- 
tian cause, would be able to see purposes clearly and give 
himself to them, making them his own. Because he would 
be capable of seeing and responding to the intrinsic value 
of the truth he studied, concern over trivialities would be 
at a minimum. But if even a few people like this are pres- 
ent in a group, the group has its beginning point. Petty 
concerns and lower motives may be replaced by higher, 
more comprehensive ones, as a group exerts its influence 
over its members. 


PLANNING A STUDY SESSION 


When a leader can state in one sentence what the pur- 
pose of a session is; when all that he knows about motiva- 
tion and subject matter and methods are no longer unre- 
lated facts but interwoven parts of one whole; when 
methods combine and re-combine and can be used without 
names; when members of the group live and move before 
the leader—then everything falls into place, and the lead- 
er is ready for the session. It is there before him; he sees 
it, complete. 

Yet he knows that the tentative outline which he has 
formulated with care will probably be changed as he re- 
sponds to the group. That outline will help the leader have 
enough confidence to begin—and to change. It will in- 
clude at least these parts: 
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Purpose. 

An idea for getting started. 

Some questions or a plan for getting into the subject 

fully. 

An idea for concluding. 
Any leader will have to work out his own best adi 
to preparation for a session, remembering that unless he 
prepares, unless he can see and feel the vitality of the ideas 
and facts being studied, it is not likely that other members 
will succeed where he has failed. And his own spiritual 
preparation not only precedes but is concurrent with his 
preparation to lead the group in study. 


We Study the Bible 


Not because what has been said is irrelevant to study of 
the Bible, but rather because of the primary importance 
of the Bible to the Church, a brief look directly at this one 
area of study should prove helpful. 


THE BIBLE IN THE CHRISTIAN 
FELLOWSHIP 

The Church today and her mission in the world may be 
understood only in the light of her heritage, preserved and 
made available through the Bible. We who are Christians 
are identified with and actors in the same drama as that 
early community of chosen persons. Bound together with 
them by a common loyalty to the eternal God, our history 
is but a continuation of theirs—the story of God’s dealings 
with man. No part can be understood apart from its rela- 
tionship to the whole story. This is one reason why the 
Bible is and always must be at the heart of study within 
the Christian fellowship. 
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There is another reason. Through the Bible God speaks 
to us. Alan Richardson expresses 

the deep conviction that the Bible is the covenanted means of 

God’s self-communication with men, and that because God 


has appointed it for this purpose it possesses a value which no 
other book could ever have.” 


Opening ourselves to receive the revelation of Himself 
that God has made available, we find that the Bible con- 
tains for us, too, the Word of God—and that it confronts 
us with the ultimate revelation, Jesus Christ, the “Word 
made flesh.” It is therefore true that the Bible does some- 
thing to us, as well as says something to us. “. . . these are 
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the 
Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his 
Navies ONO Ie Rss 

This is not to suggest that only the Bible is the proper 
study for Christians. In this complex world we need all the 
help we can muster from one another to see the Christian 
answers to the issues that face us. What Suzanne de Die- 
trich finds true for college students is true for other groups 
as well. 


. . . for students Bible study is starved unless it is accom- 
panied by serious study of a non-biblical kind. . . . We are 
inhabitants of a complex world, and in a democratic society 
each of us has to decide about questions which demand the 
mastery of facts and the cultivation of sound judgment, for 
which habits of devotion by themselves can never be a substi- 
tute.” 


Nansie Blackie, speaking again of college students, says, 
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Apart from Bible study, it is likely that subjects covered will 
fall under four very general headings: doctrine, social and 
political questions, problems of “personal” life, and specific 
university concerns.® 


THE UNIQUENESS OF BIBLE STUDY 


There are many ways in which all study is alike, wheth- 
er it be of the Bible or of something else. The humility to 
admit he does not know all the answers, the discipline and 
the honesty to follow after truth wherever it may lead— 
these qualities any student needs. All that has been said 
about purpose, involvement, interpersonal relationships, 
motivation, and evaluation, is relevant. Because method is 
always to be chosen in terms of content and purpose, what 
has been said about method is pertinent. That is, any 
methods suggested here, appropriately chosen, would be 
usable in Bible study. As a matter of fact, judging from 
what Bernhard Anderson says, the best known methods of 
research and the most effective procedures for achieving 
emotional identification are required. 


If we are to hear God’s Word spoken through the Bible 
to our situation today, our first task is to put ourselves 
within the world of the Bible. No casual or superficial reading 
of Scripture can accomplish this. We must avail ourselves of 
the results of historical criticism and biblical theology so that 
we may imaginatively relive the actual historical situation in 
which an Amos or a Paul heard the high calling of God. We 
must, as it were, sit where these ancient people sat and learn to 
look at the human scene from their unique point of view. We 
must live with the Bible until it becomes part of us, just as the 
actor identifies himself with the role that he plays. It is then, 
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perhaps, that the Holy Spirit, breathing through the ancient 
words of the sacred page, will lead us to know that the “Word 
of the Lord” spoken by the prophets and embodied in Jesus 
Christ is actually the deepest interpretation of our own lite 
situation and our world crisis in the twentieth century.* 


The uniqueness of Bible study lies, not in the methods | 


used, but in that which is studied—the Bible itself—and 
in one’s attitude toward it. 

Content in itself, important as methods are, says some- 
thing. When people come to understand what the Bible 
is saying, they are confronted with God and His self- 
revelation. 


One may come to the Bible for all kinds of reasons. . . But 
when we launch on such a search we soon find that roles are 
interchanged; instead of questioning, we are questioned; we 
wanted to form a personal judgment about the Bible; we were 
attending a trial and here we are sitting on the bench of the 
accused. The Bible comes to us with searching questions, which 
it becomes increasingly difficult to avoid if we want to be quite 
honest; difficult to avoid because they strike right at the heart 
of our being. Modern theological language calls these questions 
“existential” because they become a matter of life and death to 
those concerned as soon as they take them seriously.’ 


It soon becomes apparent that all the time God was there, 
taking the initiative in seeking man. Man does not “dis- 
cover” God. His part is to listen and respond. Miss de 
Dietrich says that all the questions asked of man through 
the Bible come down to one, the one with which God 
sought Adam when he ran away to hide in the Garden of 
Eden: “Where are you?” 
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“Where are you?” The Bible really speaks to us when this 
question comes to us as the question that we are bound to an- 
swer and when we allow ourselves to be searched and ques- 
tioned. Then and then only does the Bible unfold before our 
dazzled eyes the abundance of God’s forgiveness and mercy, of 
God’s searching love and redeeming power. Then He comes to 
us as Lord and Saviour in this person-to-person encounter 
which changes the whole meaning of a man’s life.® 


Note the statement, “when we allow ourselves to be 
searched and questioned.” This suggests the second point 
of that which makes for uniqueness in Bible study—the 
attitude with which one approaches such a study. This 
openness, this receptivity, is necessary if Bible study is to 
achieve its purpose. It involves a reverence, a willingness 
to accept the authority of the Bible, and a knowledge that 
an act of the will is the inevitable outcome when insights 
come home to a person. 


... the Bible tells us very clearly that to “know” God is not 
an affair of the mind only, but an act in which our whole 
being, heart, mind, and will, is vitally engaged; so that sheer 
intellectual speculation would enable us to form certain ideas 
about God but never to “know” Him. To be grasped God’s 
will must be met with a readiness to obey.’ 


But this does not give to any one person the right to say 
that he, and he alone, has the correct interpretation of the 
Bible. To do this would give to the one person the authori- 
ty rightly belonging to the Bible. If that person, in the light 
of the Church’s historical understanding of what the Bible 
means, would approach the study reverently, along with 
others, the group would not go astray. 
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Nor does this mean that any person has the right to sit 
in judgment on any other person, or that the skeptic can- 
not help sharpen perception of truth for a believer, or that 
original less worthy attitudes and motives cannot be trans- 


formed to become those which are needed for fruitful. 


Bible study. 


SUGGESTIONS ABOUT PROCEDURE 


Experiences of Bible study groups in many countries, 
especially of college student groups, increasing rapidly 
since World War II, have brought forth some helpful 
practical suggestions. 

Beginning either with a period of prayer* or of silence, 
sometimes a silence in which members re-read the passage 
for the day, which they have previously studied and on 
which they have meditated, the leader may give a brief 
introduction or offer such background information as is 
needed. Or a group member may introduce the subject, 
with ail members doing this in turn. Miss de Dietrich sug- 
gests that the introduction should not last more than ten 
minutes, and “should remain close to the text and raise 
well-pointed questions for discussion.” * 

As the group moves into the discussion, different pro- 
cedures are possible. Bernhard Anderson suggests this: 


. . . you may decide to ask someone to read the passage, or 


* Note this comment from ‘‘Study Groups and Their Leadership,” p. 23: 


One question to be faced at the start will be whether the group should begin 
with prayer. If non-Christians are present, prayer may be such as to involve an 
assent to the Christian faith which they are not yet prepared to give. In such 
a case a period of reverent silence might be held: or a prayer that the members 
might be led to the truth might be quite in place. 
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a small unit of it, aloud. If there are difficult words, they 
should be explained. Perhaps light from another translation 
should be sought. 

Sometimes groups have found it helpful to begin the discus- 
sion by attempting to paraphrase the passage in modern lan- 
guage, that is, “put it in your own words.” This is a good dis- 
cipline, for it demands (1) coming to terms with what the 
original writer meant to say, and (2) attempting to translate 
that meaning into our own categories. This may occasion the 
interaction between the world of the Bible and our world, 
which is the very essence of Bible conversation.’ 


Throughout the discussion, Dr. Anderson advises, the 
group should not be afraid of “unorthodox” questions 
(note earlier comments on “brainstorming” ). “On the 
other hand,” he adds, “don’t be afraid of ‘orthodoxy’ — 
only try to ‘beat the crust back into the batter’ of Christian 
EXpenence. a 

Sometimes groups use questionnaires as discussion aids; 
at times the introduction is omitted, and the questionnaire 
serves as a guide for the whole discussion. ‘The leader must 
take care to have questions lead back to the text, if he is 
to avoid the danger of which Miss de Dietrich warns, that 
this method may lead to “exegesis of the questionnaire 
rather than of the Bible text itself.” “ If it is to be used, 
she says, the questionnaire should be prepared by students, 
who follow certain principles both in their private study 
and in their preparation of the questions. 


How to study a passage and prepare a questionnaire ” 


(The following rules are not absolute nor to be taken as 
such, but they have proved of some use on many occasions.) 
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When we study a given passage we should take the following 

steps: 

(a) Look for the relation of the passage to its context. 

(b) Look for its meaning in its historical and general set- 
ting. 

(c) Translate it into terms of ordinary speech and find its 
central point. 

(d) Place it in the context of the Christian message as a whole. 

What specific message is it meant to convey? 

(e) Look for the important and difficult words (difficult be- 
cause we do not understand them or because we have 
heard them so often that they have lost their meaning 
for us!). 

What is their contemporary meaning? 

(f) Note the relevance of the passage for us personally, and 
as a Church. 

How does it affect what we believe and what we do? 





... Our first question will bear on the main meaning of the 
passage studied. What is it meant to convey? We shall then 
take up the main verses, or words, one by one: what do they 
mean? We shall refer to parallel verses . . . we shall ask some 
questions pointing to the relevance of this passage to our own 
situation. 

A good question is a question which forces us back to the 
text studied and constrains us to dig deeper into its meaning. 
The best way to test a questionnaire is to try to answer it our- 
selves; we then see that certain questions are bad because the 
answer is too self-evident, others because there is no definite 
answer, the question being either too involved or too vague. 
Practical applications to the present situation should only be 
entered into when the meaning of the passage has been made 
quite clear. 





It should be obvious that “questionnaire,” as used here, 
refers not to a multiple-choice objective check-list, but to 


We Study the Bible 73 


a series of questions designed to provoke thought and to 
serve as a discussion guide. 

Help in private study, or in preparation of questions for 
group discussion, might be found in Dr. J. M. Gettys’ sug- 
gestions” about approaching study through analysis of 
paragraphs as to key persons, places, events, and ideas, and 
his plan for finding the relationship of ideas. 

The pattern of the discussion may depend more on the 
leader’s personal preparation, as he takes the initiative in 
moving the group on to another block of Scripture, or unit 
of thought, as he senses their readiness to proceed. 

Because Bible study is found in both conferences and 
retreats, these two ideas are offered by Miss de Dietrich: 


(a) the lecture on the passage by an expert comes first and the 
assembly splits into small groups for discussion; 

(b) the topic is first studied within the small groups and this 
is a kind of joint preparation for the lecture and general 
discussion which follows. This second method has some- 
times proved most fruitful. It can be applied also in the 
life of the local group; the members meet one week in 
small groups by themselves, and the following week with 
the competent leader who lectures on the subject and 
answers questions.” 


Whatever the procedure pattern, leaders of Bible study 
groups seem generally agreed on two major questions that 
must be kept in mind; in some way or ways, these ques- 
tions need to be considered, the first before the second. 

First, what is this passage saying? This means giving 
people an opportunity to say what it seems to them to be 
saying. It means checking the text, and translations, and 
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commentaries for needed information about historical and 
cultural background and explanation of terms. It means, 
as has been said, finding “Who is saying what to whom in 
what circumstances?” Before we can know what the pas- 
sage is really saying, it must be interpreted in the light of 
the whole Bible revelation. So the group struggles to deter- 
mine exactly what the message is. Then, and only then, 
does the second question open. 

Second, what does this message say to us, today? This 
involves both self-knowledge and knowledge of many 
areas, and is difficult for both group and individual. It is 
the part which leads to change. But there is no easy “ap- 
plication” to be superimposed upon life today. As Bern- 
hard Anderson says, 


Remember that “the letter killeth; it is the Spirit that giveth 
Life.” The Bible should not be treated as a soothsayer’s manu- 
al which gives us literal, specific directives on everything under 
the sun. As John Casteel has said, there are some places in the 
Bible where God does not say anything to us except, perhaps, 
“go read a commentary.” 18 


Including the same questions but interpreted in terms 
of movement toward relevance is a plan, “Depth Bible 
Study,” developed and used experimentally by William P. 
Anderson, Jr., with many adult groups. He describes the 
plan as follows: 

The process begins in phase 1 when, after members of the 
group have read independently of each other a passage of 

Scripture, they meet together to identify what they as a group 


believe that the passage means. In this, there is, of course, 
movement from individual positions to a group position. 
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Then after the group has identified its conclusions, the 
thoughts of commentators and Biblical students are thrown 
into the discussion so that the group may then move from its 
original to some new position if that seems desirable. Thus a 
second movement has taken place. 

Then for the third step, the leader of the group seeks to help 
the group find what the implications of the Scripture passage 
are for living relationships in which members of the group find 
themselves. In this third step, it would seem to me reasonable 
to believe that still further movement takes place as the group 
is face to face with God’s will in relation to their own lives. 
Obviously, some members of the group when thus confronted 
may choose to refuse to do the will of God, but I believe that 
facing the will of God in a Christian group in this way can 
prove to be a strong encouragement toward movement to ac- 
cept and do His will. In this way, the Gospel can become 
relevant to every man who studies it.” 


A teacher of an adult Sunday school class, in using this 
plan, has these comments to make: 


As this lesson progressed, the teacher realized that something 
was taking place in the class that had not taken place before. 
The members were applying the lesson to themselves. Three 
weeks ago the experiment was equally successful with the in- 
tensive study of the Golden Rule in the 6th chapter. One of 
the members raised what he said was a personal problem with 
him: should he lend money to a friend who wanted to go into 
business; another raised the question of giving to someone 
whom you know to be an alcoholic. . .. When the discussion 
was over, most of us felt shaken up and much less complacent 
about the Golden Rule than we had before.” 


This teacher recognizes some dangers. 


Our natural reaction is always to apply the judgment in the 
Scripture to someone else. . . . Another danger is that the an- 
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swers come too glibly and you end up with a collection of 
platitudes. .. . Another difficulty is the natural tendency to bog 
down in abstract problems of theology or criticism.” 


A good leader and a responsible group will learn how 
to avoid these dangers. They will learn how to use varied 
and appropriate methods during the different steps of the 
study—as, for example, the use of a resource person (or, 
better, of a group member appointed to be the resource 
person for the session) in phase two. 

These procedures have proved profitable, but there is 
need for experimentation with other procedures, and for 
diligent effort to understand the Bible message, and to take 
that message seriously. 





Group Study and the 
Christian Fellowship 


From the Section on Evangelism of the Evanston Con- 
ference comes a statement which, in essence, summarizes 
the reasons for the emphasis here given to the importance 
of and need for group study in the Christian fellowship. 


The Church which God uses to communicate the gospel is 
a fellowship, a koinonia, drawn and held together by the love of 
Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit and by the need 
and desire of its members to share this experience with each 
other and to draw those outside into that koinonia. The evan- 
gelizing Church will offer this gift in its preaching and teach- 
ing; in its acts of worship and administration of its sacraments; 
through the individual and group witness of its members; by 
leading its people to base their life upon God’s Word used in 
personal and family devotions; by fostering small fellowships; 
and by works of social service.’ 


Since this fellowship enters a group and becomes a grow- 
ing reality only through the presence of persons who have 
themselves experienced the transforming love of Christ— 
a small minority, perhaps, but a redemptive one—it is 
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necessary to look at the opportunities and responsibilities 
of those persons, both leaders and group members, through 
whom the gospel is to be communicated. And since one of 
the tasks of the church, wherever located, is to plan for 
“small fellowships,” it should be helpful to give some con- 
sideration to preparation for them within the framework 
of the total program. 


THE LEADER 


Perhaps Ruth Brown had thought of herself as a dy- 
namic person who could “manage” a group with ease, and 
she had failed to live up to her own self-expectations. Or 
perhaps she had counted more on her personality than on 
preparation, more on the prestige of the leader’s role than 
on a mastery of subject matter and a genuine quality of 
leadership. At any rate, she left the first meeting of the 
new group at the church with a defeated feeling. Some 
comments from three members of the group as they drove 
home throw further light on the subject: “I thought at 
first it was going to be wonderful. Ruth just sparkled, 
didn’t she? But something happened. I think she was un- 
happy with us when we didn’t enter the discussion. You 
know, when she’d finished talking, she said, ‘Are there any 
questions?” and then kept on with, ‘I want you to feel per- 
fectly free to say what’s on your mind. Everybody should 
enter into the discussion.’ I couldn’t think of a question to 
ask or a comment to make to save my life!” The second 
person said, “Nor I. I was never sure what we were to 
discuss—or, for that matter, why we were meeting.” The 
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third person concluded, “Well, we’ve got to act interested 
next time, anyway. I got the fecling Ruth was worried 
about what we thought of her as a leader.” 


It happens all too frequently that a leader tells people 
to participate instead of creating a situation in which they 
can partictpate—in which, sometimes, they are surprised 
to discover how vitally involved they are. Or a leader is 
more concerned with what people think of hzm than he is 
with what is really happening to them. Actually, when a 
group has had one of its best sessions, members may be 
entirely unaware of the leader as a person, or of his part 
in the picture. 

To be a leader is not an easy thing. What is demanded 
is not a “glorious” leader who draws those lesser persons 
who are his followers to him in a personal devotion which 
may obscure the real purpose of the group. A dictator 
would never be willing to let people become themselves, 
any more than he would know how to help them in that 
process. The laissez-faire person who proudly announces 
that he has little to do because he believes in “permissive” 
leadership usually finds that the group ends up as a cha- 
otic collection of confused individuals. Rather, the leader 
who is needed is a redeemed Christian, willing to make all 
the resources of his life available to the group, whom he 
sees as persons of worth and dignity in their own right. 

Because this person is a Christian, his motives are not 
self-seeking. He sees himself as the servant of the group, 
not its master. He is willing to accept criticism, to absorb 
hostility, even to fail and try again. Because his is the min- 
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istry of reconciliation, he so identifies himself with those in 
the group that he suffers and rejoices with and for them. 
His prayers for them, his visits and calls, arise from the 
concept of the ministry that is his. 

When these things are true, the leader listens to people 
—really listens—because he believes they have something 
to say, and because he sees them as persons. Perhaps be- 
cause he expects something from them and believes in 
them an atmosphere is created which actually helps them 
contribute. He respects people enough not to intrude upon 
their privacy nor to force them to verbalize ideas before 
they are ready nor to try to change them to fit some mold 
he has in mind. These attitudes, toward himself and to- 
ward those in the group, express themselves in the tone of 
his voice, in the suggestions he makes to the group as to 
how they might move purposefully toward a goal, and in 
all the intangible areas of interpersonal relationships. 

So it is that he tries to master the skills of the group 
process, not in order that he might manipulate the group 
to his own ends, thus experiencing a feeling of power, but 
in order that he might help people communicate with one 
another. He tries to learn to become whatever the group 
needs him to be. 


The techniques at his disposal in addition to his own rela- 
tionship, which is non-verbal, are question-making, restate- 
ment, or articulation of their formulation, interpretation of 
situations, the making of suggestions, and the giving of infor- 
mation when such is relevant. He stands neither on top of the 
group as a dictator nor outside the group as an objective ob- 
server, but takes his place within the group as participant- 
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interpreter. He is a catalyst, a gadfly, a guide, a friend, and a 
fund of useful information. Occasionally he is an anchor, an 
interpreter, or an immovable object.” 


To some people this kind of flexibility, this free use of 
methods that draw people into the group and help them 
communicate, this ease and warmth and understanding, 
seem as natural as breathing. When this is so, it is not 
because they have memorized the characteristics of a good 
leader and mastered them like rules of grammar, but be- 
cause their way of working is a consistent expression of 
what they believe and are. 

And it is true, for this kind of Christian leader, that 
when something real happens in a group—when a person 
gains a new perspective or shows courage in a decision or 
utters a few revealing words in a prayer at the end of a 
session—he knows this is not of his doing, but that he has 
witnessed the miracle of God at work with man, seeking 
him in love and confronting him with the call to disciple- 
ship. 


THE GROUP MEMBER 


There are not too many differences in the leader and in 
other group members. It is a costly thing to be the kind 
of leader that has been described; similarly, any group 
member who sees what the group is really for gives up 
forever the luxury of being a spectator, sitting passively to 
have something done to or for him. Instead, he takes upon 
himself the work of being a ministering servant and a re- 
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sponsible participant. His calling to the “ministry of the 
laity” means that there are things he will need to do for 
and with individuals outside the study sessions. ‘There are 
many times, in these days, when Christians need one an- 
other, just as there are times when others need to have 
communicated to them, in act and in word, the reality of 
Christian love. 


Sometimes groups progress to the point of making lead- 
ership a consciously shared function. There may be co- 
leaders, there may be a rotating leadership, or some other 
plan may be used. Certainly it is true in the kind of group 
that has been envisioned here that the burden of the suc- 
cess or failure of the group does not rest on one person. 
Franklyn Haiman says, as do others, that a good leader 
should try to work himself out of the leader’s role. He 
believes that members of the group should take upon 
themselves more and more of the leadership functions that 
are needed. 


To the degree, for example, that each of the members of the 
group develops the ability to be more objective in discussing 
conflicts of opinion, the leader becomes free to cast off his 
cloak of super-human impartiality and gains the right to have 
a subjective view. To the degree that each of the members 
disciplines his own contributions, learning to stick to the point 
and letting others be heard, the leader can throw away his 
policeman’s badge. To the degree that each of the members 
exerts some initiative in stimulating personal involvement or 
provoking hard thinking in the group, the leader need no long- 
er strain himself to be a scintillating dynamo of intellectual 
genius and social skills. He can become what he really is—a 
human being.’ 
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One group, in a whole evening given to evaluation, de- 
cided to work out a self check-list, to be used by all group 
members as they endeavored to become the best possible 
kind of participant. Such a list might include the following 
questions: 


1. Did I prepare before I came, both by prayer and 
study? 


2. Did I really try to listen to every person and under- 
stand exactly what he was saying? 


3. Did I monopolize conversation? Or, when I spoke, did 
I have something relevant to contribute, or a question 
to ask that helped us move along in our thinking? 


4. Did I make any effort to help when I saw something 
was needed—either a question or a fact or a response 
to some person? Or did I just feel critical and do 
nothing? 


5. Was I honest? Or did I say what I thought the group 
expected? 


6. Did I make an effort to think and speak clearly, and to 
listen to others expectantly, believing that God can and 
does speak through us to one another? 


7. Am I willing to follow through on implications for my- 
self of any truth I glimpsed? Or do I see only what it 
means for someone else? 


Learning how to be a good member does not mean 
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learning how to fit a pattern, nor losing oneself in a group. 
Nothing could be more boring and unproductive than for 
every person in a group to be just alike. Nor would it be 
interesting to be a part of a group where all were too 
polite, or overly concerned to the point of sentimentality, - 
or non-committal. This is not what is meant by interest in 
and respect for one another. Persons of integrity—and 
every group member, including the leader, has not only 
the right but the responsibility to maintain his own inner 
integrity—are needed if a group is to be vital. Different 
personalities with the unique gifts of each enrich a group. 

That person who has experienced the reality of the doc- 
trine of the “priesthood of believers” knows what it really 
means to be a member of a Christian group. 


God does not leave any of us to stand alone. In every place 
He has gathered us together to be His family, in which His gifts 
and His forgiveness are received. Do you forgive one another as 
Christ forgave you? Is your congregation a true family of God, 
where every man can find a home and know that God loves 
him without limit ?* 


PLANNING FOR STUDY GROUPS 


Before the values of group study for the Christian fel- 
lowship can be realized in the life of that fellowship, spe- 
cific planning must be done by responsible churchmen who 
study the implications for them of such fundamental 
assumptions and suggestions as have been offered here. 
There are several areas about which they will be con- 
cerned in their planning. 
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About the Relation of Study to Other 
Aspects of the Program 


While group study is a teaching, evangelizing tool of 
the church, within which members may find mental and 
spiritual health, it is but one aspect of the life of the 
church, of her worship and service. It is an integral part 
of that life, influencing and being influenced by what goes 
on elsewhere in the fellowship. Any group responsible for 
over-all planning must always be able to see and plan for 
the balance and interaction of the parts. 


Even within a study group, study is not the only ele- 
ment. The genuine fellowship that develops means that 
people have experiences of worship together. Sometimes 
they agree to pray for one another, or to adopt certain 
disciplines of personal devotional life which will be more 
meaningful because they are shared by others. This illus- 
trates the fact that one experience of life cannot be com- 
partmentalized from another, because a person is an or- 
ganic whole. A person does not study one day, worship the 
next day within a designated fifteen-minute time, and 
have “fellowship” in a brief social period where almost 
complete strangers rush through the act of drinking a cup 
of coffee. Rather, when group members are willing to 
spend time with one another, they will profit from relax- 
ing and having fun together—and the fun, in turn, deep- 
ens the fellowship. These occasional social meetings have 
a valid place in the life of a study group. Moreover, study 
may lead into action.’ Seeing clearly what something says 
to them, a group may be moved to undertake some group 
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action; this motivation ought to lead to opportunities for 
action, and not always to frustration (as is so often the 
case). Later, the group would return to more intensive 
study. 

When a group becomes a working, worshiping, studying - 
group, then fellowship becomes a reality, and life is viewed 
as a whole. Sometimes a retreat, lasting several days, 
where people live together, and worship and study to- 
gether, can provide a kind of intensive experience which 
will be invaluable in the development of the life of the 
group. 

Of course it sometimes happens that a group becomes 
an entity within itself, and somehow loses contact with 
other groups, or with the church. An adult Sunday school 
class can become a miniature church, a law unto itself; a 
group of college students can become a clique. Actually, 
the small group, where there is an intimate, face-to-face 
fellowship, is only a channel for finding one’s place in that 


great, ongoing company of persons who constitute the 
Church. 


About Setting Up the Groups 

For the college campus, several approaches have been 
suggested for the structure of the study aspect of the West- 
minster Fellowship (the Presbyterian, U.S., program for 
the college campus). 

Possible approaches: 


A. Asa structural part of the Westminster Fellowship 
—as part of the Program Commission and thus related to 


program. 
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—or under a Vice-President in charge of study groups, and 
thus tied in with the Council. 

—under a “Study Secretary” who sets up groups, obtains 
materials, reminds members at first, etc. 


Can be set up: 


a) on a graded basis with flexibility in selection of specific 
directions . . . [The Princeton plan does this by provid- 
ing opportunities for study in four areas, The Student 
and the Church, The Student and the Bible, The Stu- 
dent and World Struggle, and The Student, the Uni- 
versity, and Culture, for each of the four college years. | 


Oe 


before the semester begins, on the basis of previous in- 
terest worked out in the spring and set up during the 
summer, 


c) after school begins, on the basis of interest indicated by 
new students, choosing from an inclusive list. 


d) spontaneously throughout the school year, upon the 
request of students and indication of sufficient interest; 
following a particular program or series on Sunday eve- 
ning, or about some particular problem which arises 
(e.g. desegregation, academic freedom, unionization, 
etene 


B. As a particular and limited program emphasis... 
..a series of simultaneous studies done over a particular 


period: e.g. Lenten study groups. 
Hazen suppers in the spring at U. of 
Texas. 
Home seminar programs with faculty at 
WAM oe 
Membership study groups, YMCA-UNC, 
"47. 


C. As part of other aspects of the program... 
... occasional study retreats or study periods on regular 
retreats. 
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... study in Cabinet or Council meetings, at the first of 
each meeting (not less than 30 minutes!) or every other 
meeting for entire time.® 


In local churches, the Christian Education Committee, 
the Church Planning Committee, and the Session, plan- 
ning with the individuals and groups involved, may take 
all or any one of the three steps suggested here. 





1. Encourage existing groups to make use of relevant 
ideas about group study. Sunday school classes, leader- 
ship education classes, circles, small study groups that 
have sprung up spontaneously—such groups may wish 
to continue with their organizational pattern but work 
more on ways of studying together. 


2. Modify conditions, where this is needed, to make more 
effective study possible. For example, what can be 
done about time, and about the size of groups? Miss 
de Dietrich recommends an hour’s time for most 
groups, stating forty-five minutes as a real minimum.’ 
She recommends about eight to ten as the best number 
for a group. Is there some way smaller Sunday school 
classes for adults could be set up? Or could large classes 
be divided into smaller study groups, coming together 
occasionally for information from the teacher (who 
meets between times with group leaders) and for ex- 
change of ideas? The need for regular and prepared 
participation will be met as members have the idea 
behind group study interpreted to them, and as they 
become involved in it. 





Group Study and the Christian Fellowship 89 


3. Plan to meet needs not now being met by setting up 
new groups and exploring the possibilities of revising 
certain parts of the program. Some of the cells and 
other groups that have sprung up spontaneously, some 
of the experiences of study groups on the college cam- 
pus, have suggested new possibilities to the local 
church. There is nothing sacred about the man-made 
Sunday school schedule, for example; some groups 
might be able to study together better at another time. 
Paul Maves points out the need for churches to experi- 
ment in the area of setting up groups where they can 
mean most to people. 


. . every person who seeks membership in the Church 
will be related to a small, intimate, face-to-face group 
which will meet frequently over a period of time and in 
the spirit of agape for fellowship, study, worship, and serv- 
ice. This may mean that the large congregation will have 
to be sub-divided into classes, societies, zones, cell groups, 
and recreational groups.’ 


He says that these groups will not be set up on “the 
basis of convenient statistical categories,” and the size 
of groups will not be determined “by publicity values.” 
Rather, there will be groupings according to interests, 
such as young parents, engaged couples, etc., and “con- 
sideration will be given to the possibilities of working 
with natural and primary groups in the community.” 


Such groups as families, neighborhood groups, gangs, 
and social sets, as well as professional and work groups 
may be approached and perhaps incorporated into the 
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Christian community. Cottage prayer meetings, neighbor- 
hood church-schoo] classes, block organizations, and a fam- 
ily-centered program are examples of possible approaches 
to this.® 


The Evanston Report speaks of the need for the Church 


c 293 


to and points to 
the emergence of the Christian community “whose locus 


is the factory, the mine, the office, the waterfront, the 


23 10 


‘come to life in small neighborhoods, 


university. 


About Materials 


What is to be studied? In college student groups, the 
materials suggested here have been used. 
Possible bases for study: 


—a single book — should be available in inexpensive edition 
for all to purchase, concise and consistent presentation. (e.g. 
Niles’ That They May Have Life, Whale’s Christian Doc- 
trine, Tillich’s Shaking of the Foundations, etc.) 


—a study book — preferably prepared for students and draw- 
ing upon available references and resources. (e.g., USCC’s 
The Christian Student in the University, NSCY’s Where 
Are You?, Your Freedom Is in Trouble, etc.) 


—an outline — drawing upon various books and sources, pre- 
pared beforehand to fit the needs and interests of the par- 
ticular group... 


—an outline — developed from week to week guided by previ- 
ous discussion and interest and presented each week as the 
basis for that discussion... 


—a series of books... .™ 
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In local churches, the regular printed curriculum helps 
may continue to be used. Books of the Bible, along with 
commentaries and other aids to interpretation, may be 
selected. Study courses may be chosen on the basis of 
interest finders. Books and periodicals may be used. 

As plans progress, at least two principles should be 
remembered: (1) that the people who are to do the study- 
ing need to be involved in the planning of what they will 
study; and (2) that some balanced and intelligent plan 
should be worked out by the group members involved and 
the official church planning committee, probably the 
Christian Education Committee. The long-range implica- 
tions of what is being done must be considered. One group 
called “The Newcomers,” for example, planning to go 
through the Bible book by book, discovered a weakness in 
this plan. 

This approach lasted through seven books of the Old Testa- 
ment and two teachers. By this time certain limitations of the 
method became apparent. It became questionable whether the 
class members would live long enough ever to reach the New 


Testament. Certainly they would no longer be Newcomers 
when they did so.” 


Moreover, in keeping with the statement that a “good cur- 
riculum possesses the qualities of comprehensiveness, bal- 
ance, and sequence,” groups should be encouraged to 
avoid any haphazard approach to choice of study mate- 
rial. High school youth, for instance, might thoughtlessly 
and irresponsibly choose to study “boy-girl relationships” 
month in and month out. This is an extreme, of course, but 
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suggests the need, from time to time, to consider what we 
should know and not just the interest of the moment. 

As groups develop the habit of thoughtful planning, and 
of watching decisions to determine their implications, and 


as they reach the point of studying and working together 


freely, it is easy to imagine that, beginning with some basic 
study, they might go off on by-paths as needed, and then 
return. In a study of Paul’s Epistles, for example, they 
might become involved in some current issues, stop for a 
study there, return and continue. Or they might stop to 
study The Confession of Faith. This, however, is more in 
the area of possibility than of tested experience. It needs 
experimentation. 


About Methods in General 


The eager-eyed young teacher who rushes up to inquire 
breathlessly, “How can I get my pupils to participate?” 
cannot be answered with a list of methods. Rather, the 
answer is a question: “How do you feel about people? Do 
you believe in them, respect them, care for them?” The 
experienced lecturer who says, “But I must tell them about 
the gospel message; I must be sure they get to the heart of 
the matter...” must also be answered with a question: 
“And when zs the gospel actually communicated? Is it not 
true that the act of revelation is completed with the act of 
response, and thus becomes communication?” Those lead- 
ers who work with people in study groups must constantly 
recall that methods are expressions of attitudes and con- 
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victions, that they spring from what we believe about peo- 
ple and about the way in which persons are born into the 
Christian faith, and grow toward maturity. 

The same things are true for planning groups. Arbi- 
trary plans superimposed upon people who are then en- 
couraged to “participate” are to be questioned. Methods 
there, too, are ways of making real that quality of life 
characteristic of the Christian fellowship. 


About Leadership Education 


This suggestion is offered about leader preparation in 
student groups: 


. . leaders should have: 
a retreat for leadership training and preparatory study. 
a regular time for meeting with the Minister to Students 
for progress reporting, suggestions, and help. 
a monthly meeting with other leaders for sharing of in- 
sights and problems. 

For any group, all the tested methods of leader devel- 
opment, in leadership education classes, through observa- 
tion and apprenticeship, and in other ways, are valuable. 
However, learning to be a responsible group participant is 
the first step for the group leader. The experience of being 
a part of a functioning group will help produce leaders 
because it will help with motivation at the same time it 
offers an opportunity to develop needed skills. A concept 
of leadership that no longer makes everything dependent 
on the leader will help. In the final analysis, small fellow- 
ships may be able to produce their own leaders. 
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And it is to be remembered that the Christian leader 
who has himself been confronted by Jesus Christ does not 
become one who does something to other people, tries to 
make something happen to them, while he himself re- 
mains untouched. Rather, he continues to learn, with 
others, and to open himself to the healing, transforming 
power of the fellowship of which he is a part. 
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Audio-Visual Resources 


Adult Teaching Series 


Four filmstrips, black and white, 331 rpm. record. Produced 
by the Methodist Church. Sale, $10.00. 


Dynamics of Leadership Series 


Five motion pictures, black and white, 30 minutes each. Pro- 
duced for National Educational Television. Available from 
Audio-Visual Center, Indiana University. Rental $5.40 each. 


Titles: “The Anatomy of a Group”; “Individual Motivation 
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Four filmstrips, color, textbook, guides, with two 33/3 rpm. 
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Filmstrip, color, guide. Produced by United Church Press. 
Sale, $5.50. 
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Motion picture, color, 14 minutes. Produced by Henry Strauss 
and Company. Rental rates vary. 
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“Roles in a Group” 


Filmstrip, color, guide. Produced by the American Lutheran 
Church. Rental, $2.00. 


(Check the Audio-Visual Resource Guide for more detailed 
descriptions of these materials, and for other resources. Most - 
materials suggested are available from denominational audio-visual 


headquarters, unless other sources are listed in the Guide.) 
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Learning Together in Groups 


“Group dynamics” becomes more than 
an elusive phrase in this challenging, yet 
practical, volume on methods of group 
study. 

Here are stirring ideas on what the group 
does to an individual, and vice versa; dis- 
cussion of 15 ways to conduct group study; 
emphasis on Bible study. 

Through it all you feel the New Testa- 
ment ideal of a Christian fellowship that 
bound its members together in study and 
service. ; 
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